Faith and Philosophy: Journal of the Society of Christian
Philosophers
Volume 4

Issue 3

Article 10

7-1-1987

Patrick Sherry, SPIRITS, SAINTS AND IMMORTALITY
David B. Burrell C.S.C.

Follow this and additional works at: https://place.asburyseminary.edu/faithandphilosophy

Recommended Citation
Burrell, David B. C.S.C. (1987) "Patrick Sherry, SPIRITS, SAINTS AND IMMORTALITY," Faith and Philosophy:
Journal of the Society of Christian Philosophers: Vol. 4 : Iss. 3 , Article 10.
DOI: 10.5840/faithphil19874337
Available at: https://place.asburyseminary.edu/faithandphilosophy/vol4/iss3/10

This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at ePLACE: preserving, learning, and
creative exchange. It has been accepted for inclusion in Faith and Philosophy: Journal of the Society of Christian
Philosophers by an authorized editor of ePLACE: preserving, learning, and creative exchange.

BOOK REVIEWS
Spirits, Saints and Immortality, by Patrick Sherry. London: Macmillan, 1984.
Pp. xi + 102.
Reviewed by DAVID B. BURRELL, C.S.C., Notre Dame.
What distinguishes this book is the author's ability to interweave a theologian's
demand for historical interpretation of key notions with a philosopher's care in
reasoning. Moreover, he puts both skills at the service of elucidating features
of the life of faith which at once grip the believer and fascinate the onlooker:
Holiness and immortality. (In clear contrast to standard preoccupations of philosophers of religion, like proofs for God's existence, which a believer finds redundant and which seldom arrest an onlooker.) In taking up these issues, Sherry
offers some useful conceptual clarifications for 'spirit' (in 'Spirit of God') as
well as for the indwelling of that Spirit as the "first fruits" of immortality. These
elucidations both help to set the proper context for a discussion of immortality
which moves the state of the question beyond mere prolongation of life (with
the attendant questions about identity) to "enquire about the point of such a
survival after death" (80).
The fact of saints, however, in assessing the truth claims of Christianity (or
any religion) is the centerpiece of the book. Sherry first presented his argument
in the Heythrop Journal in 1977 in an article entitled "Philosophy and the Saints."
An arresting title, certainly, since one could legitimately wonder what one had
to do with the other. The connection he established there, and weaves into a
larger context here, shows the relevance of such exemplary figures to the way
in which a religion's claim to be true can press itself upon us. Briefly, the
absence of transformed persons over a sufficiently long period of time would
call those claims into serious question (one recalls the biblical plaint: "There is
no prophet or priest in the land"), while their presence constitutes evidence for
the truth of a religion even if it cannot be said to verify it. A neat adaptation of
the falsification strategy; yet even more, a clean formulation of what most of us
feel about religious claims-whether we stand inside or out.
But what is a saint? Sherry is less illuminating on this obvious question than
one might have hoped: "A non-believer may well recognize and admire the
phenomenon of sanctity, but he will reject its religious interpretation" (45). He
could have bolstered the recognition phenomenon with the sort of arguments
which David Tracy offers (in The Analogical Imagination) for a classic, or the
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quality of description which Peter Brown has been developing in his recent
writings on the saint as exemplar (see Representations 1 (1983) 1-25). For both
notions--classic and exemplar-indicate the manner in which an individual at
once fulfills and extends the aspirations of a genre or group to stake out new
possibilities. There is an overreaching in the direction of recognized ideals which
suggests the presence of extraordinary power.
And power is the category which he considers to bring most illumination to
the elusive notion of spirit. This allows him to offer an alternative definition-"a
non··physical power permeating creation, particularly men's hearts" (22)-to
philosophers' customary "immaterial substance" or "non-embodied person."
Since the source of his alternative rendering is a careful culling of scripture and
references from a theological tradition, it should not be surprising that religious
folk will find his discussion more illuminating than those "regarding spirits
simply as invisible persons (like Gyges in Plato's Republic, Bk. II)" (25).
Onlookers should be pleased to discover, as well, that religious talk about the
Spirit of God need not carry such spooky references.
I have said enough to give one a sense of this work and to hint at its power
to touch the sorts of issues which really matter to believers, rather than restrict
itself to objections brought by others---{)bjections often posed in terms so alien
as not to pose real difficulties at all-though they provide grist for many a
philosophical mill. Disarming in its directness and simplicity, this book displays
how fmitful such an alternative course can be for philosophy of religion. It also
offers implicit testimony to the force of Wittgenstein' s admonitions that philosophers set themselves onto the real problems. The result, however, looks as
much like theological writing as philosophical-and where elucidation of matters
religious is the goal, there remains little to distinguish the endeavors. The mode
of "likeness to God" embodied in exemplary individuals not only addresses the
question of the tmth of religious claims but also their meaning, for on the most
reliable accounts of philosophical theology we can never quite say what God is
like. Yet we may point to the saints: "If the saints are like Christ, and he is like
the Father, then it follows that we can know of the Father through the saints"
(75-7). Similarly with queries about the life to come: these exemplars display
the sense of the theological maxim that "the indwelling of the Holy Spirit is an
anticipation of the life to come" (77)-a life we are quite at a loss to describe.
Moreover, beyond these fmitful observations, the study itself carries us to "the
sober realization that it is easier to think and to write about holiness than to
attain it" (85). Echoes of al-Ghazali.

